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Crowders Mountain
‘Park of the Year’
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Aerial view of Crowders Mountain State Park.

Crowders Mountain 
State Park in Gaston County 
has been named the North 
Carolina 2013 Park of the Year 
by the N.C. Division of Parks 
and Recreation.

The park was chosen for 
its “exemplary contribution to 
the North Carolina state parks 
mission of stewardship, public 
service and education,” and spe-
cifically recognized for initiatives 
in natural resource management, 
volunteerism and expanded rec-
reation opportunities

“Crowders Mountain 
has developed into one of our 
busiest state parks with more 
than 300,000 visitors each 
year, yet the staff has found 

time to develop new ideas in 
recreation, protection of natu-
ral resources and involvement 
with the community,” said Lew-
is Ledford, state parks director. 
“This exemplary performance 
led to its selection as Park of 
the Year.”

During the year, 
Crowders Mountain arranged 
regular volunteer workdays to 
expand its 20-mile system of 
hiking trails, enlarged and im-
proved a popular family camp-
ground and safely hosted about 
10,000 rock climbers.

Its central parking 
area was doubled in size, yet 
consistently fills on weekends. 

Continued on Page 4

Director
Ledford
retires

Lewis Ledford’s legacy 
to the state parks system and to 
North Carolina was celebrated 
Feb. 1 at an event for the retir-
ing director of the N.C. Division 
of Parks and Recreation. Led-
ford ended a 37-year career with 
the state parks and will serve as 
executive director of the Na-
tional Association of State Parks 
Directors.

As more than 300 
people gathered at NCSU’s State 
Club, a recurring theme was 
Ledford’s work ethic, integrity 
and dedication to “the culture 
he instilled in the state parks,” 
as described by Brad Ives, assis-
tant secretary of the N.C. De-
partment of Environment and 
Natural Resources.

“When you realize what 
special people he hired and 
trained and mentored in the 
system, you see that we have a 
culture that’s going to outlast 
Lewis Ledford,” Ives said. “He 
set up the state parks system 
in a way that will succeed and 
thrive without him.”

Former State Senator 
Walter Dalton added, “He made a 
good living for himself but a good 
life for all in North Carolina.”
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From a blustery push to Mount Mitchell’s 
summit and the lip of Hanging Rock to a leisurely 
stroll on Bear Island’s beach, hikers were out in 
force Jan. 1 for First Day Hikes held throughout 
the state parks system. In all, 2,442 hikers cov-
ered more than 4,500 miles on state park trails.

The statewide event in its third year was 
blessed with good weather. Hikes were held at 
each of the 40 state parks and state recreation 
areas as well as Mount Jefferson State Natural 
Area.

Of course, attendance was highest at Eno 
River State Park, where a New Year’s Day hike 
has been a tradition for decades. The park had 
599 hikers, effectively making the event some-

2,627 explore on First Day Hikes
what of a parade along the trails.

Elsewhere, attendance was highest at Wil-
liam B. Umstead State Park (170), Raven Rock 
State Park (148) and Jordan Lake State Natural 
Area (123), at its New Hope Overlook Trail.

The most “experienced” hikers may have 
been Dan and Dot Jones who appeared at Raven 
Rock. Dan, 91, and his wife, 86, are both are avid 
walkers. He remains an active scout leader and 
enjoys hiking the Appalachian Trail. A native of 
the area, he helped build the park’s overlook in 
the late 1970s.

A special guest at New River was Allmuth 
“Curly” Perzel, a longtime friend of the park who 
was a hike co-leader. Perzel is a German native 
who holds a Triple Crown Award, the most pres-
tigious U.S. hiking accolade, for completing the 
Appalachian Trail, the Pacific Crest Trail and the 
Continental Divide Trail. The three combine for 
more than 8,000 miles, and there are fewer than 
200 people who’ve hiked it all.

The event was a special “first” at Carvers 
Creek State Park in Cumberland County, which 
opened in September. Seventy-one hikers showed 
for the First Day Hike, led by Superintendent 
Jane Conolly and Bill Stanley, who is one of a 
crew of Americorps workers helping with inter-
pretive and education programs in the parks this 
year.

Stanley arrived at the park in December 
and had crammed on details about James Still-
man Rockefeller and his 1,000-acre estate, which 
is a central component of the new park.

The dramatic Jomeokee Trail was popular at 
Pilot Mountain State Park.

Large crowds appeared in good 
weather at Haw River State 

Park, above, and Carvers Creek 
State Park, right, where Amer-
icorps member Bill Stanley led 

the park’s first hike.
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Attendance remains at record level
(Find complete visitation totals 
on Page 7.)

For the third straight 
year, attendance at North 
Carolina’s state parks and state 
recreation areas hovered at a 
record level with 14.2 million 
visits in 2013.

Among 40 state parks 
and state recreation areas, 
19 reported increases in at-
tendance in 2013. Fort Macon 
State Park in Carteret County 
reported the highest attendance 
at 1.19 million visits, followed 
closely by Jockey’s Ridge State 

Park in Dare County with 1.18 
million visits.

“Throughout fluctua-
tions in the economy and the 
tourism industry, visitation at 
state parks has remained steady 
and robust, and that reflects the 
value North Carolinians place 
on outdoor experiences and the 
state’s rich natural resources,” 
said Carol Tingley, acting state 
parks director. “Also, visitation 
at this level reveals the strong 
contribution that our state 
parks make to North Carolina’s 
tourism economy as well as the 
economies of the local commu-
nities in which they’re located.”

A recent economic study 
revealed that travelers spend an 
average $23.56 a day to enjoy 
the state parks. The analysis 
by North Carolina State Uni-
versity’s Department of Parks, 
Recreation and Tourism Man-
agement estimated the state 
parks system’s total annual 
economic impact at more than 
$400 million.

Over the past 25 years, 
the state parks system has seen 
a dramatic 80 percent increase 
in visitation. In 1988, 7.89 mil-
lion people visited state parks 
and state recreation areas.

Weather over the 
course of a year can have a 
significant impact on state park 
attendance. Heavy rains in 
late spring and early summer 
dampened visitation at many 
parks, but otherwise the sys-
tem was not affected by winter 
storms or tropical storms or 
hurricanes during 2013.

Several relatively new 
state parks reported strong 
attendance, especially Carvers 
Creek State Park in Cumber-
land County, which reported 
38.740 visitors since it opened 
in September.

Mayo River State Park in 
Rockingham County experienced 
a 69 percent jump in visitation, 
while Dismal Swamp State Park 
in Camden County reported visi-
tation up 40 percent.

Raven Rock bridle trail
A new bridle trail parking area was recently completed at 
Raven Rock State Park in Harnett County adding space for 
both single vehicles and those with trailers. The trail on the 
north side of the park is extremely popular.

The park developed aggressive 
plans to remove invasive spe-
cies and schedule prescribed 
burns, and partnered with 
nearby Belmont Abbey College 
to complete a comprehensive 
plant survey.

The state parks system 
began choosing a Park of the 
Year in 2010 with nominations 
from each of four districts.

Each of 40 state parks 
and recreation areas submits 
an annual report that is ob-
jectively scored on progress in 
recreation, natural resource 
protection, sustainability, pub-
lic safety and environmental 
education.

Final judging is by 
senior and peer administrators. 
To honor the Park of the Year, 
a medallion is attached to a 
hiking staff that is passed to the 
current award recipient each 
year. Hanging Rock State Park 
in Stokes County was honored 
in 2012.

Crowders Mountain 
State Park was authorized in 
1971.

Park of
the Year
Continued from Page 1
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Ledford, left, gets division plaque from Chief of Operations 
Mike Lambert.

 The Steward shifts to digital format
	 In its 98-year history, the state parks 
system and the N.C. Division of Parks and 
Recreation has developed and changed in 
countless ways. The Steward (along with its 
predecessor The Courier) has kept careful track of 
those changes for more than 25 years.
	 This modest newsletter became the 
document of record for a dynamic agency that 
will soon celebrate its 100th birthday.
	 The Steward as a reliable source of news 
and information about state parks will also develop 
in 2014 into an all-digital version delivered 
directly to the inboxes of our friends, supporters, 
stakeholders and employees. A new email 
newsletter version will debut in coming months.
	 Perhaps few things have changed as 
radically in recent years as reading habits, with 
people developing a strong preference for timely 
information in efficient and attractive formats.
	 That’s why in 2012, we developed the state 
parks system’s blog (ncstateparks.wordpress.
com), which to date has delivered 87 posts of 

state parks and division news online. Since its 
inception, the blog’s posts have been reconfigured 
for print in The Steward.
	 The Steward email version will not only 
be more timely, but will be a more efficient news 
outlet in an age when wise use of resources is 
paramount.
	 All that’s necessary for state parks friends 
and supporters to continue receiving The Steward 
is to email us at steve.livingstone@ncparks.gov. 
We’ll collect your email address to deliver the 
electronic version. An email subscription can be 
stopped or restarted at any time.
	 The look and the method of delivery may 
change, but the long heritage of The Steward will 
remain the same.
	 It will continue to be a historical record of 
the division’s people and programs, the growth 
of the state parks system and our employees’ 
innovative ideas for recreation, conservation, 
environmental education and natural resource 
management.

Ledford Continued from Page 1

Ledford joined the state 
parks system as a ranger in 
1976 and was the first person 
to rise through the ranks to the 
director’s position.  He served 
in many management capaci-
ties including superintendent 
of Mount Mitchell State Park, 
west district superintendent 
and superintendent of state 
parks. He succeeded Phil McK-
nelly as director in 2003. His 
successor has not been named 
though Deputy Director Carol 
Tingley is acting director.

Under Ledford’s leader-
ship, state park lands increased 
by more than 50,000 acres 
and the system has boasted a 
record visitation level of more 
than 14 million. Ledford guided 
the creation of six new state 
parks including Chimney Rock 
and Grandfather Mountain, as 
well as a state trail and six state 
natural areas. He directed the 
launch of a full-service reser-

vations system and numerous 
other technology innovations.

Ledford told the group 
that being one of only seven 
directors in the 98-year history 
of North Carolina’s state parks 
was a “unique experience.”

“I’m excited to continue 

working with state parks,” he 
said. “We’re all truly stand-
ing on the shoulders of those 
who’ve come before. We’ve got 
to make those shoulders broad, 
whatever station in which we 
serve, if we are to make this 
state parks system great.”



5

During the fall color 
season in 2013, travelers were 
able to keep track of peak color 
as it made its way across the 
state through regular reports 
from state park rangers.

Updates on the website 
of the N.C. Division of Travel, 
Film and Sports Development 
kept visitors posted on how 
fall color progressed through 
the different types of forests in 
North Carolina, from the bril-
liant red of mountain sourwood 
to the rust-colored cedar in 
eastern wetlands.

The fall season in the 
state generally lasts from late 
September into December.

“State parks, with their 
convenient access and miles of 
hiking trails, are natural desti-
nations for people who want to 
get up close and personal with 
fall color. And, the 42 state park 
units present the fall foliage ex-
perience in every corner of the 
state,” said Lewis Ledford, state 
parks director.

Western state parks 

Rangers provide fall color reports

early on joined a list of sites 
reporting peak color to www.
visitnc.com, which prominently 
featured a fall foliage travel 
section.

As the season pro-
gressed, rangers in other 
regions of the state submitted 
similar reports as well as re-
ports on coastal fall fishing.

Just a few of the most 
popular state parks for enjoying 
fall color include:

Stone Mountain State 
Park in Wilkes and Alleghany 
counties, where fall color is 
peaking just as leaves begin to 
fall in the higher elevations of 
the Blue Ridge Mountains. The 
park offers more than 18 miles 

of hiking trails.
Hanging Rock State 

Park in Stokes County, named 
in 2012 as one of the 10 best 
spots for viewing fall color in 
the South by Southern Living 
magazine. The park offers trails 
across nine named peaks.

Raven Rock State Park 
in Harnett County, where beech 
groves and hardwood forests 
mix with eastern evergreens. 
The park offers surprisingly 
challenging terrain in the pied-
mont.

Merchants Millpond 
State Park in Gates County, 
where swamp cedars and 
stands of hardwood alternate 
color palettes.

Climbers and hikers are combining forces 
at Chimney Rock State Park to tackle improve-
ments that will benefit both user groups.

The target area is the Rumbling Bald 
Climbing Access where nearly two dozen volun-
teers appeared with tools on a November week-
end.

Park Superintendent James Ledgerwood 
said the area – across Hickory Nut Gorge from 
the popular Chimney Rock access – offered a 
confusing spider web of old bushwhacked trails 
and logging roads used by climbers to reach park 
climbing routes as well as property owned by the 
Carolina Climbing Coalition.

The Carolina Mountain Land Club, a hik-
ing group eager for new trails in the new park, 
saw an opportunity and offered to help.

Ledgerwood said the two groups obviously 
have some overlapping membership and interests 

along with those of the Friends of Chimney Rock 
State Park.

“I kind of consider our climbing routes as 
just vertical trails, “ he said. “Historically, there 
just haven’t been good horizontal routes to get to 
those.”

A proper loop trail leading to the cliff 
faces climbers love – and that will steer people 
away from sensitive natural areas –can be a 
starting point for a bigger trail system coveted by 
hikers, he said.

The park’s master plan includes an ambi-
tious 50-mile trail network, anchored by a pe-
rimeter trail with primitive campsites likely to 
become a backpacker’s dream.

To create it all would require some key 
land acquisitions. But just as important are the 
partnerships with key user groups and the enthu-
siasm of volunteers.

Climbers, hikers help Chimney Rock
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Park boosts Cherokee deer herd
Morrow Mountain State Park is partici-

pating in a long-term project to relocate white-
tailed deer from the park in Stanly County to 
reservation lands of the Eastern Band of Chero-
kee Indians.

Partners in the initiative are the state 
parks system, the N.C. Wildlife Resources Com-
mission, biologists from Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park and the Cherokee Fisheries and 
Wildlife Management program.

The project augments the reservation’s 
sparse population of white-tailed deer, an animal 
that figures prominently in Cherokee lore and 
cultural traditions. The deer will be gradually 
released onto the 56,000-acre Qualla Boundary, 
in habitat improved for browsing and currently 
off-limits to hunting.

In each of the next three years, 25-50 
deer will be relocated, primarily females in small 
family groups. Initial collections began in Janu-
ary, with biologists using darts to tranquilize the 
animals, collecting data on age and health, and 
fitting each with a tag and radio collar.

The deer are transported to the reserva-
tion in small individual crates with 3-5 crates 
carried on each vehicle. Upon arrival, the animals 
are subject to a “soft release” – initially kept in a 
four-acre, penned area and closely monitored for 
about four weeks before being released.

This is located on a 5,600-acre Tribal 
Reserve property, set aside for communal mixed-
use activities (such as fishing, plant and firewood 
gathering, recreation, etc.)

The Cherokee Fisheries and Wildlife 
Management staff has been active in developing 
suitable browsing habitat, in part through a pre-

scribed burn program, and is refining a long-term 
white-tailed deer management plan.

“We’re pleased that the state park can 
fulfill this request for white-tailed deer on the 
Cherokee reservation in a way that’s consistent 
with wise natural resource management, “ said 
Carol Tingley, acting state parks director. “Mor-
row Mountain State Park sustains an abundance 
of healthy native deer that can readily be identi-
fied and collected.”

A 2013 herd health study by the state park 
and the Wildlife Resources Commission suggests 
that such a project will benefit the remaining herd 
and habitat at Morrow Mountain. The relocation 
project is carried out under specialized scientific 
protocols developed by the wildlife agency.

“Environmental protection of the Natural 
Resources of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indi-
ans has been paramount for my administration. 
The Cherokee Fisheries and Wildlife Manage-
ment program has worked to protect those re-
sources and has worked to restore native species 
to the region,” Cherokee Principal Chief Michell 
Hicks said. 

A byproduct of the relocation project will 
be a unique research opportunity that can of-
fer insight into white-tailed deer health and best 
practices for rebuilding and sustaining healthy 
herds. This type of information will benefit 
wildlife management agencies as well as private, 
nonprofit groups involved in deer rehabilitation.

Maria Palamar, left, of the Wildlife Resourc-
es Commission, fits a deer with a radio collar.

Crates holding a single deer each are loaded 
for transport to the Qualla Boundary.
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North Carolina State Parks
Monthly Attendance Report

December, 2013



Safety Zone

Our Mission Remains...
to protect North Carolina’s natural diversity;

to provide and promote outdoor recreation 
opportunities throughout North Carolina;

to exemplify and encourage good stewardship 
of North Carolina’s natural resources for all 
citizens and visitors.

8,000  copies of this public document were printed
at a cost of $753.00 or $0.09 per copy.

The Steward
NC Division of Parks and Recreation 
Public Information Office 
1615 MSC
Raleigh, NC  27699-1615

Don’t neglect
to disconnect

3Lock out all potential 
energy sources before 
equipment maintenance 
or repair..

3Have your work crew 
establish its own lockout/
tagout. Never work under 
another crew’s lockout/
tagout, even for a moment.

3 B e f o r e  r e t u r n i n g 
equipment to service, be 
sure everyone involved 
knows your plans.

3Use the principles of 
lockout/tagout at home as 
well.


